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FRENCH VERB TABLES. 
A CRITICAL STUDY. I. 



By Erwin Escher 



PRACTICALLY all French grammars, most elementary readers 
and composition books, and many dictionaries of the French 
language present the morphology of the verbs, or at least of the 
irregular verbs in more or less compact tables. The arrangement 
varies greatly, both in the presentation of the "regular" paradigms 
and in that of the "irregular" verbs. 

The object of this article is to study critically the advantages 
and merits of different arrangements, as exemplified in books that 
are widely used and in some recent publications. 

It seems advisable to discuss first, what constitutes a regular 
conjugation; second, how the inflection of each verb is presented; 
third, how the verbs not exemplified by some regular paradigm — 
the "irregular" verbs — are listed. 

I. What is a Regular Conjugation} 

The presentation of the morphology of the French verb reduces 
itself, in the last analysis, to a tabulation of all the forms of one 
type-verb for each group of analogous verbs; and to an enumera- 
tion of all the verbs belonging to the smaller groups. For the verbs 
of formerly four, more recently three groups, no list is given. 
These groups are presented as "regular"' conjugations, and dis- 
tinguished from e.ich other by the ending of the infinitive, the 
tacit understanding being that all verbs not enumerated elsewhere 
belong to one of these "regular" conjugations. 

The "regular" groups are very unequal in size. One comprises 
3,000 or more verbs, one ca. 300, one (the rompre group) 15 simple 
and some 30 compound verbs, the last one (the devoir-recevoir 
group) only 6, of which 5 are compounds of the obsolete Lat. 
cdpere, V. 'L.*caplre — ? — . 

The number of the "regular" conjugations may be said to have 
been determined by the classic tradition until not so very long ago. 
As the supposed "declension" of French nouns continued the Latin 
grammatical categories, so also the four classical Latin conjuga- 
tions found a modern re-incarnation in the "four regular conjuga- 
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tions" of French grammar, the one in -oir being second, in analogy 
with the Latin one in -ere. Yet the weakness of the recevoir-growp 
was evident. Recevoir is not a direct descendant from any -ere 
verb, but a deserter from the -ere, modern -re conjugation. The 
change of "conjugation" was brought about by changing the infini- 
tive only. The rest remained unaffected by any analogy with the 
Latin "second" conjugation. This view is found expressed in 
school books in France. "La troisieme conjugaison {-oir) n'est 
qu'une variete de la quatrihme {-re), dont elle ne differe qu'au present 
de I'infinitif et au passe defini.", write Larive and Fleury.' 

Slowly an emancipation rom the classical tradition took 
place.^ As a first step away from the Latin, recevoir lost its second 
place to finir, and came to be placed third or fourth. In France 
such popular books as Larive and Fleury, or Bracket and Dussouchet, 
still have them thus, and in America "The New Chardenal" 
represents this stage. 

But a new principle of classification, the distinction into 
"living" and "dead" conjugations, came and supplanted the Latin 
categories of grammar. The evidence of this in France is books 
that try to introduce historical material into the presentation of 
all chapters of grammar, not least of those dealing with mor- 
phology. In America the new current carried off the recevoir group 
from the list of the "regular" conjugations. Rompre came to be 
looked upon as representing the dead conjugation, ^M^r the doubt- 
fully alive one, parler the living. All new books have only three 
regular conjugations. Mbst authors do not explain the reason for 
this procedure. It may not have appeared wise to them to make 
the already confused question of the French verb worse confounded 
by introducing historical material. But L. Cardon, by referring 
to the two living and one dead conjugation of the historical gram- 

' La Troisieme annee de grammaire, 51 ed. 1905. Paris, A. Colin, p. 98. 

' If the small 'recevoir' group may cause a 'regular conjugation' to be set aside 
for it, it would only be logical to consider as 'regular' such larger groups as those 
formed by, e.g., the dormir type and by verbs in -tiire, or those in -indre. As a matter 
of fact this was done by N. Hamel in 'Grammatical Exercises upon the French 
Language Compared with the English,' 2. ed., London 1798, where ten regular con- 
jugations are distinguished, and by N. G. Dufief in 'Nature Displayed in her Mode 
of Teaching Language to Man . . . adapted to the French,' 3 ed. Philadelphia 
1910, where eight regular conjugations occur. 
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mar justifies the classification of the verbs under three main 
heads. The explanation is given in small print, without emphasis.' 
The "dead conjugation" is said to include only about 80 verbs, 
with present in s, and pres. part, in ani. The dead conjugation is 
subdivided into three groups: 

1. in -ir: softir 

2. in -r: voir 

3. in -re: rompre 

Are we likely to stop here and retain three conjugations? Is 
the position of rompre as a regular verb so much stronger than that 
of recevoir? One might well question it. As an example of the 
view, that only two conjugations need be taught, F. Hornemann* 
may be quoted. 

He advocates a tabulation of the forms of any French verb in 
an arrangement closely resembling the one adopted by Messrs. W. 
A. Nitze and E. H. Wilkins.' Hornemann distinguishes formation 
of the stem iromflectional endings. In the latter, which are tabu- 
lated cflong with the full forms of the paradigm, he distinguishes 
signs of time, mood and person, by means of different type and 
position. Since the personal endings are the same for all but the 
-er verbs, he comes to the conclusion that only two conjugations 
should be distinguished: "It is then unnecessary to require the 
learning of either a third or of a fourth conjugation. In addition 
to the infinitive, one needs to insist only on the peculiarities of 
formation, which presents considerable diflSculties only in the 
present system of tenses. In the great majority of cases these 
diflSculties arise through the operation of two important phonetic 
laws, of which one has to do with the changes of the stem vowel 
under the influence of syllable stress, the other with the modifica- 

' A Practical French Course, 1917, Silver Burdett & Co. p. 193. Cf. also H. E. 
Berthon, Premiere grammaire frangaise New York, Dutton Co., p. IX: "La seule 
classification qui soit historiquement inattaquable, tout en restant commode au 
point de vue pratique, est celle qui consiste k diviser les verbes en deux conjugai- 
sons vivantes et une conjugaison morte." And footnote: "Voyez les grammaires 
historiques de CWdat, Darmesteter, Salmon, etc." 

*ZuT Reform des Neusprachlichen Unterrichts, 1885, 1886, Hannover, Carl 
Meyer. II. p. 37. 

' Discussed hereafter in a second article on French Verb-Tables. 
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Hon of the final stent consonant in contact with flectional endings." 

The great majority of .the verbs belonging to the dead conjuga- 
tion drop the final stem-consonant, if it becomes silent before 
consonantal inflectional endings. The keeping of p in rompre, 
or of d in the verbs of the vendre group is really an orthographic 
anomaly. But even if this anomaly, and the past participle in u, 
be accepted as "regular," rompre is still the only strictly regular 
verb of its group. The -andre, -endre, -ondre, -ardre, -erdre, -ordre, 
verbs are "irregular" in the third pers. pres. ind. For that 
reason some books mention the group in its proper place in the 
list of irregular verbs, but without enumerating the verbs belonging 
to it." 

Yet the group is only slightly larger than the -aindre, -eindre, 
-oindre group which is always given in full. Enumeration would 
also be desirable on account of possible confusion between -er and 
-re verbs, even by Frenchmen. Witness the obsolescent ardre, 
which, according to the Larousse dictionary, takes also the infini- 
tive order. The only book that to my knowledge enumerates the 
verbs of the vendre tj^e in full is The French Verb, its Forms and 
Tense Uses. Nitze & Wilkins. University of Chicago Press, 1914. 

If there are reasons for questioning the regularity of the vendre 
group, there are doubts also of the regularity of the inchoative -ir 
verbs. Thus Larive and Fleury' write of the -ir verbs in general: 
"Les verbes qui appartiennent a cette conjugaison se partagent 
en deux sections : La premiere comprend tous les verbes dits irregu- 
liers, comme partir, etc. . . . qui sont au contraire tres reguliers. 
. . La deuxieme section comprend tous les verbes qui se conju- 
guent comme finir. . . . L'intercalation de cette syllabe iss dans 
certains temps et son omission dans d'autres constituent une 
veritable irregularity pour ces verbes. . . ." 

• Man braucht also wedcr eine dritte, noch eine vierte Konjugation besohders 
lemen zu lassen. Ausser dem Infinitiv braucht man nur die Eigentuemlichkeiten 
der Formation einpragen zu lassen, welche ihrerseits nur in der Prasensgruppe erhe- 
bliche Schwierigkeiten darbietet. Der Hauptsache nach sind dieselben durch das 
Wirken zwei grosser Lautgesetze hervorgerufen, von welchen das eine die Veran- 
derung des Stammvokals unter dem Einfluss des Worttones, das andere die des 
auslatUenden Stammkonsonanten im Zusammentreffen mit der Flexionen hetiiSt. . . 

' E.g. Fraser and Squair, A French Grammar, Heath 1901. p. 154. 

'Ibid. p. 96. 
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In fact, from the pedagogical point of view, the inchoative 
conjugation offers great difficulty, and must be drilled intensively, 
while the partir group causes little trouble, once the singular of the 
present indicative is mastered. Larive and Fleury do not draw the 
practical conclusion from the above quoted remarks. They clas- 
sify the verbs in the time honored way into four conjugations 
according to the infinitive (-er, -ir, -oir, -re). But they make the 
following remark: 

"Ces quatre conjugaisons peuvent se reduire a deux, la premiere 
et la quatri^me. Car, sauf pour les terminaisons de I'infinitif et 
du participe passe, la seconde conjugaison ne differe de la quatri- 
eme qu'en ce qu'on intercale souvent la syllabe -iss entre le radical 
et les terminaisons, et la troisi^me conjugaison n'est manifestement 
qu'une variete de la quatri^me." 

Perhaps we may state it thus: There are two conjugations: 
the parisyllabic, living, vocalic -e, -es, -e conjugation in which 
singular and plural have the same number of syllables through- 
out the present; and the imparisyllabic, dead, consonantal -s, -s, -t 
conjugation, in which the singular of the present indicative and 
imperative are one syllable shorter than the plural. The verbs 
of the first conjugation are too numerous to be listed. The 
exceptions are few in number and can be listed.* 

In the second conjugation there is an important group, too 
numerous to be listed, in which a syllable is added to the stem in 
the "present tense system." All the other verbs, belonging to the 
second conjugation, can be listed, and most of them, being of very 
frequent occurrence, must be studied individually or in small 
groups, in order to avoid mistakes. As to the most important 
common characteristic of these verbs, it may be pointed out that 
final stem-consonants are modified or dropped in pronunciation, 

• My conclusion I found anticipated by Direktor Brennecke in the 'Program 
der Realschule zu Colberg 1853' who says on p. 18: 

"Es giebt im Franzosischen nicht vier Conjugationen, wie man in Nachbe- 
tung der lateinischen Grammatik annimmt; es giebt nur zwei verschiedene Weisen 
der Abhandlung, eine alte und eine neue Conjugation, oder eine starke und eine 
schwache. Auch diese beiden Conjugationen bieten nur in wenig Formen Ver- 
schiedenheiten dar . . . fiir alle iibrigen Formen findet tjbereinstimmung fur alle 
ZeitwSrter statt, mit alleiniger Ausnahme einiger Modifikationen, die durch die 
allgemeinen Wortbildungsgesetze der franzosischen Sprache herbeigefUhrt werden 
und keineswegs in das Schema der vier Conjugationen zu bringen sind." 
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and often in writing too, before the consonantal inflectional endings 
of the singular present indicative and imperative, according to 
definite rules, — with the exception of r, and m or n, if followed by 
another final stem consonant. 

The best example for a perfectly regular verb of this conjuga- 
tion, if rire be objected to on account of the strong preterite and 
past participle, would be suivre or houillir, or any other verb of the 
dormir group. The dropping of the final stem-consonant in the 
singular of the present indicative and imperative is not any more 
irregular than the disappearance of the double ^ in like position in 
the finir verbs. 

Rice Institute 



